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Introduction
In 1992 the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and the Bureau of the Census changed the educational attainment question in the Current Population Survey (CPS) from one that asked respondents to report the highest grade that they had completed to one that asked them to report the highest degree that they had received. The shift from a "time spent in school" measure to a focus on degrees received, which can take varying amounts of time, caused a break in the long time series on educational attainment available in the CPS. Jaeger (1997) proposes a variety of methods for reconciling responses to the two questions that focus on the distribution of measured educational attainment as well as the returns to education. To address the discontinuity induced by the 1992 change, the BLS began collecting data in 1997 from an expanded set of educational attainment questions that provide more information on the length of time spent in school. 1 In this paper I document the additional CPS educational attainment questions, most of which are designed to provide more accurate measures of the amount of time spent in post-secondary and post-graduate study. Comparing the new information to the "linearization" of the "highest degree received" question proposed in Jaeger (1997) , I find that using the new questions increases the average highest grade completed by about one-tenth of a grade, with the changes concentrated in the upper part of the educational distribution. I also find that the estimated return to education using "highest grade completed" imputed from the new information is about .6 to 1 percentage points smaller than the return estimated using only the linearized "highest degree received" question. Both the distribution of "highest grade completed" and the returns to education using the new information are closer to those using the "old" pre-1992 actual highest degree received measure. Researchers using the CPS to track changes over time in the distribution of education (as measured by "highest grade completed") or returns to education should be aware, however, that using the new information induces a change in these measures in comparison to using only post-1991 "highest degree received" question.
The Newest CPS Education Questions
The newest CPS education questions are all contingent on responses to the post-1991 "highest degree received" question. Figure 1 shows the CPS education questions asked since 1997:
the base "highest degree received" question and the responses to that question that trigger the eight additional questions. Individuals who respond that they have completed a high school diploma or equivalent are now also asked whether that diploma or equivalent is a traditional high school degree or a GED. For individuals who respond that they received a GED, an additional question probes for highest grade that they completed prior to earning the GED. The remaining questions all are designed to ascertain how many years of post-secondary or post-graduate study individuals completed. Table 1 presents the distribution of responses to the base "highest degree received" question, as well as the contingent questions, for individuals age 25-64 in the March 1998 Current Population Survey.
2 For comparison to Jaeger (1997) , I present results for whites and non-whites for men and women as well as for the full sample. Note that the shares sum to one within each question and subgroup. Ten percent of high school credentials are were earned via the GED, and more than 80 percent of those with a GED finished less than 12 years of schooling. There is a fair amount of variation in the time spent in school among those with less than a four-year college degree as well, with more than half of individuals who report having "some college" having completed more than 1 2 I use the March data to facilitate comparisons to results from the March 1991-92 data presented in Jaeger (1997) . In addition, March 1998 is the earliest publicly-available demographic supplement with the new education questions. Moreover, because the new questions were asked beginning in January 1997, there is a sufficiently long "shakedown" period (Frazis and Stewart 1999) for the interviewers to gain experience asking them prior to the data used in this paper. Individuals who had an allocated value for "highest degree received" were dropped from the sample.
year of college credit. Moreover, a substantial share of Bachelor's degree holders (roughly 30 percent) report completing some post-graduate studies.
Imputing Highest Grade Completed
I present a method of imputing highest grade completed from the new CPS educational attainment questions in Table 2 . This extends the imputations proposed by Jaeger (1997) The distribution of imputed highest grade completed using only the "highest degree received" question (denoted "New") and this question plus the additional questions (denoted "New+") are shown in Table 3 . The average highest grade completed increased by about .11 grades when using the new questions for the full sample and for all subgroups; these differences are statistically significantly different from zero. Among the approximately 25 percent of the sample whose imputed highest grade completed is different between the two measures, the average increase was about .46
grades. These differences are driven by changes in imputed highest grade for individuals who completed more than 12th grade. There was a substantial decrease in the share of individuals with an imputed highest grade completed of 13, who generally moved up the distribution to 14 or 15.
Similarly, the question on post-graduate study decreased the share of individuals with an imputed highest grade completed of 16 and moved them up to 17 or 18. Both of these shifts were more pronounced for women than for men, in part because women less likely to have a professional or Doctoral degree, for which there are no new questions.
Estimating the Return to Education
These changes in the imputed highest grade completed, more frequent at levels of education above high school and below professional and Doctoral degrees, imply that the estimated return to education is likely to be lower using the "New+" measure. To gauge the impact of using the new information, I estimated regressions of log hourly wage on imputed highest grade completed, which are reported in Table 3 . 3 Because actual work experience is not recorded in the CPS, I control for experience using the conventional "potential experience" measure (potential experience = ageimputed highest grade completed -6) in one set of regressions. This measure is a function of imputed highest grade completed, so I also present results using age as a proxy for actual experience.
Where appropriate, the regressions include indicators for "non-white" and for "female." For comparison, results from Jaeger (1997) using a matched sample of the March 1991-92 data to estimate the sample models are also shown. The columns marked "Old" use the pre-1992 question on "highest grade completed," the columns marked "New" use highest grade completed imputed from the "highest degree received" question by itself, and the columns marked "New+" use highest grade completed imputed from this question plus the new set of questions. Note that measure used in the "New" columns is the same across the 1991-92 and 1998 data, so that changes in the estimated using this measure are solely driven by changes over time. Heteroskedasticity-consistent standard errors are presented in all columns and the standard error for the difference between the estimates using "New" and "New+" measures in 1998 are calculated using 1,000 bootstrap samples.
In general, the estimated returns using the "New+" measure are about .6 to 1 percentage points less than those estimated using the "New" measure, depending on the subgroup and the experience measure used. For the full sample, the estimated return falls approximately .86
percentage points, from .105 to .097 using potential experience, and from .097 to .088 using age.
The difference is bigger for the youngest subgroups (age 25-35 and age 36-46), who are more likely to have more than a high school education. Consistent with this, the difference between the estimates using "New+" and "New" measures is also bigger for women and for whites. For all subgroups, this difference is statistically significantly different from zero.
Using the return to education as a metric, the additions to the educational attainment question in the CPS would appear permit researchers to come closer to the pre-1992 highest grade completed question. The estimated returns to education using the "New+" measure are generally quite close those estimated using actual highest grade completed from the pre-1992 question. The estimate using the "New+" measure (in 1998) exceeds the estimate using the "Old" measure (in 1992) by less than .4 percentage points in the full sample. Note, however, that the estimated return using the "New" variable grew by about 1 percentage point for most groups between 1992 and 1998. If we use the growth in the return using this variable to adjust downward the estimated return using the "New+" mesaure, the estimated return in the full sample would be about .4 percentage points less than the estimate using the "Old" measure. Applying this adjustment to the other subgroups yields estimated returns using the "New+" measure that are between .1 and .7 percentages points less than the estimated return using the "Old" measure.
Conclusion
Using the additional educational attainment questions in the Current Population Survey available after 1997, I found that the estimated return to education from a linear "highest grade completed" measure constructed from those questions was approximately .6 to 1 percentage points less than the return estimated using only the information from the "highest degree received" question introduced in 1992. Using the new questions increased the overall average imputed "highest grade "New" "New+" "New" "New+" "New" "New+" "New" "New+" "New" "New+" Table 4 ; 1998: Calculations from the March Current Population Survey NOTE: Indviduals 25-64 years old. "Old" indicates pre-1992 "Highest Grade Completed" question, "New" indicates imputations using post-1991 "Highest Degree Received" question, and "New+" indicates imputations uisng "Highest Degree Received" question plus additional questions asked after 1996. Models estimated by OLS. Dependent vairable is log(hourly wage). Potential experience columns include experience and potential experience 2 /100 as covariates. Age columns include (age-25) and (age-25) 2 as covariates. Where appropriate, models also include dummy variables for female and nonwhite. Standard errors for differences estimated by the bootstrap with 1,000 samples. 
